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A ^tiqmtiuuts irrigation iEntrrgrisr
An Investigation of the Plans of a Gigantic Project
which is Building the Biggest Irrigation System
in the World, In the Rio Grande Valley.
OME wag, with more than a Touchstone's sense of humor,
once said that all Texas needed to make it the most desir
able spot on this footstool was society and water. To which
a bystander replied that such was about the only substantial
difference between Heaven and a particular locality farthest removed
therefrom.
In the not far gone days of yester years, there was a popular
opinion which characterized Texas, and especially that part of it
bordering on the Rio Grande, as a section particularly in need of
such kind and ameliorating influences. Illustrative of that state
ment was the experience of a former sojourner in that locality. A
short visit was ample to appease his curiosity, and taking his de
parture for his native heath, he scribbled a rhythm which he revenge
fully entitled "Hell in Texas." In passing, it should be stated as a
matter of information, and as an excuse for the author of the afore
said production, that he has since been converted to the surpassing
magnificence of Texas and now has to his credit a sequel to his first
rendition, entitled, "Texas a Paradise."
But granting all of the calumny that may have been truthfully
or falsely credited to the Rio Grande Valley in the past, it is sufficient
to assert that those charges when applied to the present-day state of
things are not true. Coming back to the facetious boast of the wag,
it may be freely admitted that the Rio Grande Valley needs society
and water. But beyond those things, it is needful of nothing to make
it the world's garden spot.
Following the course of the river and reaching inland, from a
point about a hundred miles from its mouth, for distances ranging
from five to fifty miles, is the richest and most productive soil the
sun shines upon in its daily journies. For ages gone this wonderful soil,
the concentrated essence of fertility, picked up from the rich prairies
of more than three hundred thousand square miles of earth, has been
deposited there by the Rio Grande, forming a fruitful delta that is not
unlike the world-famed Valley of the Nile. Added to this is a marvel
ous climate, congenial to health and conducive to production—a
climate that is remarkably evenly balanced at all times of the year.
Possessing these two essentials to health, wealth and happiness in
such lavish abundance, it is indeed a fact that all the Rio Grande
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Valley needs to make it a garden spot, a place of prosperous farms
and happy homes, is society and water.
•

+

•

In some such light, no doubt, has the situation been viewed by
that group of farseeing capitalists who, banded together under the
rather un-euphonious but comprehensive appellation of the American
Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company, are now engaged in
the promotion of a gigantic enterprise in the Rio Grande Valley, the
like of which, in breadth, scope and character, has never before been
attempted in any quarter of this or any other country. Mr. B. F.
Yoakum, President of the Gulf Coast Line was the prime mover in the
inaugeration of the enterprise.
Located on the Sam Fordyce Branch of the St. Louis, Browns
ville & Mexico Railway, just beyond mile post thirteen—that is to
say, thirteen miles west of Harlingen, where the branch makes a con
fluence with the main line—a new town, or rather a great city, is
now building. Mercedes is its name, a name —a name borrowed from
the sister republic that lies just across the river. This embryonic
metropolis is the headquarters, or rather will be the capital, of a
wealthy principality, of which Sugar shall be King. Surrounding
this budding city on every side is a veritable wilderness, a jungle-of
chaparral, mesquite, cacti and ebony, that reaches out and spreads
itself over more than a thousand square miles of territory. Beneath
this dense, almost impenetrable vesture of thicket and thorn, lies the
rich alluvial of the Rio Grande Valley.
When the St. Louis, Brownsville & Mexico Railway was com
pleted and a branch line built up the Rio Grande Valley, a number of
men interested in its construction foresaw the wonderful possibili
ties of that region and straightway became enthusiastic. They saw
that under irrigation it could be made a fruitful field, in truth the
most productive corner of the United States. The American Rio
Grande Land and Irrigation Company was born of that conviction.
This company began operations by spending outright a million dol
lars for lands, and it now owns more than 125,000 acres. Then it
proceeded to perfect plans for making those lands valuable, by mak
ing them serviceable—useful, by. providing the water they only needed
to make them productive. Given this necessary element, water, the
company knew that people, society, would follow, because the land
contains everything else that people, society, needs. In other words,
the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company is working
on a proposition that is in all essentials identical to that laid down
by our friend, the wag, whom we took the trouble to quote in the be
ginning.
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The city of Mercedes is the working headquarters of the company,
although its letter head discloses St. Louis, Mo., as the seat of ex
ecutive authority. To be more specific, Mercedes is the headquarters
4'expectant.'''
Just now—at the time this is written—a wayside rail
road station, until recently the only building of substantial construc
tion within miles, supplemented by a string of box cars, "side-door
Pullmans," for sleeping quarters, constitutes the working headquar
ters of the energetic manager and his corps of able lieutenants.
The visitor who gets off the train at Lonsboro station, expecting
to see the evidences of the wonderful activity that has been stirring
things in that locality for months, looming skyward in every direction,
is sadly disappointed. In fact, he sees nothing but the little railroad
station, a half a dozen box cars, and an impenetrable mass of chap
arral lining the railroad right-of-way on either side. But let him
proceed down the track for half a mile, and there a sight will meet
his gaze that he will not soon forget. Activity, progress, things done
and things doing, he sees everywhere. Over there, a short hundred
yards south of the railroad, is a modern, cosmopolitan hotel, built of
brick and finished in stucco, in the quaint, fascinating style of the
old missions. This hostelry, electric lighted and equipped with every
modern convenience, will be equal to any in Texas. It is now open
to the public. Just west of the hotel is the imposing residence of
Mr. S. P. Silver, the general manager of the company.
Eastward a few hundred yards, a great central power plant, built
of concrete and steel, is rapidly nearing completion. Within its four
massive walls are housed the great engines that will provide the motive
power for the studendous scheme which is the foundation of the
company's activity, and the various and varied industries that will
surely follow in later years. This plant will also furnish the power
that will make Mercedes the first electric-lighted city within a radius of
a hundred and fifty miles.
In the interlying space between the hotel and power plant will
be the business section of the city. Stores, shops and dwelling
houses are now in course of erection.
Then looking southward in the direction of the Rio Grande, the
visitor beholds the reason for all these things. His first impression
is that of a monster river bed, lifted bodily from its dwelling place of
centuries, and with banks unbroken and erect, transplanted in a
strange land, patiently awaiting the coming of some modern Moses
of industry to smite the magic rock of progress and fill it to its
banks. It is the first section of the main trunk of a mighty maze of
waterways that will shortly cover the Rio Grande Valley.
+

+

•

After spending several months in making surveys and getting
levels as a basis for construction work, on the first day of May this
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year, the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company began
active operations. From that day to this, from two hundred to five
hundred men, and from a hundred to three hundred teams, have
been digging in the dirt. When the engineers had made the survey,
an army of men, accoutered with ax and adz, plunged into the brush
and cleared a pathway five hundred feet wide from the river to the
railroad, a distance of seven miles. Then work began in good earnest.
Men and teams, mostly Mexicans and Missouri mules, stepped into
the gap and began to make the dirt fly with a zeal that ought to
make the Panama Canal Commission sit up and take notice, and in
cidentally, a few lessons. By the first day of November, just six
months from the day when the first spade cut the ground, the first
main trunk, seven miles long, from the river to the power plant at Mer
cedes, was completed . The average width of this trunk is one hundred
and forty feet from center of levees, and its depth, or rather the height,
of its banks, ranges from eight to sixteen feet. These embankments
taper from a maximum width of sixty feet at the base to an average
of seven feet at the summit. Over six hundred thousand cubic yards
of earth have been handled in construction work to date.
The main trunk of the canal, as it is called, probably because
it is to be the principal artery of a vast system, has a carrying capacity
of 15,000 cubic feet, or more than 100,000 gallons, of water a second;
in other words, a capacity sufficient to irrigate about 300,000 acres.
From this trunk, main branches and laterals will diverge, to water
and make fruitful the neighboring land.
Immediately adjoining the river near the site ^selected for the
pumping station, there is a natural lake covering an area of 350 acres.
Around this lake, embankments twelve feet high have been thrown
up, and into the reservoir thus formed, the murky, silt-laden waters
of the Rio Grande will be poured before they are admitted to the
canal. This monster reservoir is to serve a dual purpose; first, it will
act as a storage tank, supplementing the pumping station in the event
of an accident or break-down, and second, as a settling basin for the
deposition of silt, mud and deleterious seeds that may pervade the
water of the river during the flood season. This is an idea entirely
new in irrigation projects, but it seems to have many things to com
mend it.
Located at a point of vantage on the river, near the head of the
reservoir just described, where an easy lift, that at no time exceeds
ten feet, can be had, the pumping station is now being erected. Two
giant pumps, with a combined capacity of lifting 50,000 gallons of
water a minute, sufficient to provide water for 50,000 acres of land,
will be installed at once. The power necessary to operate the pumps
will be electrically transmitted from the central plant at Mercedes.
In the construction work as it has thus far progressed, some
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engineering problems of no small moment have been encountered
and successfully solved. The most noteworthy of these was the cross
ing of the "El Fusti," a ravine at the head of the Arroyo Colorado.
This ravine, although as dry as the proverbial bone ten months of
the year, during the wet season is the principal drainage artery for
a large scope of country. It was not deemed wise, therefore, to im
peril the canal and place in jeopardy the thousands of farms it will
some day serve, by extending it directly across, and thereby dam
up the water course. It was finally determined to send the canal
under the El Fusti by means of a concrete conduit constructed in
the shape of an inverted syphon. When completed, this conduit
will consist of four tubes, each eight feet in diameter, leaving the canal
by flood gates, south of the ravine, and dipping downward to avoid
the bed of the ravine and rising again to practically the same level,
enter the canal on the north side six hundred feet from the starting
point.
Near the point where the canal leaves the reservoir or settling
tank, the old Military Road, formerly the only avenue of travel and
traffic in that section, wends its way up the valley. Here the com
pany, at a cost of several thousand dollars, is building a five-arch
bridge of reinforced concrete to carry that thoroughfare over the
canal. The bridge is being so constructed that it will safely pass
the heaviest traction engine or electric tram made.
+

+-

+

So much for what has been accomplished thus far. Most big
things, the saying is, have small beginnings, but not so with this
enormous scheme. Within a few weeks, the great pumps that will
lift the water from the river and divert it to the canal will be installed.
Then water will begin to flow into the canal.
Just as soon as things are in "apple pie working order" land will be
placed on the market and homeseekers invited to come, see and locate
if they will. Land will be sold in small tracts of ten, twenty and forty
cres, up to a section or more if the purchaser desires it, on easy terms.
aThe exact selling price has not been definitely fixed, but it will proba
bly range from $25 to $30, according to location. Then the farmer can
buy water from the company at a nominal annual rental, and thereby
be assured of abundant returns from his labor. Herein is the benefit
the small farmer will derive from this great project. It will make the
wonderful possibilities and golden opportunities of that region ac
cessible to the man of limited means, whereas were he compelled to
rely upon his own resources, he would, figuratively, and literally in
some cases, "be left out in the cold."
As it was previously stated, the American Rio Grande Land and
Irrigation Company owns something like 125,000 acres of land. Im
mediate provision has been made to irrigate only 50,000 acres of that
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total. However, the power plant at Mercedes and the pumping station
on the river have been so constructed—built in units was the term
the chief engineer used in describing it—that their respective capac
ities can be quadrupled at any time it may prove necessary or desir
able by the simple addition of more machinery. Indeed, this purpose
has been kept in view from the outset, as is evidenced by the fact
that the main trunk of the canal system has a carrying capacity suf
ficient to water more than a quarter of a million acres. The capacity
of both the power plant and pumping station will be added to as the
acreage under cultivation increases.
•

+

+

Like every big undertaking, the American Rio Grande Land and
Irrigation Company has a big purpose, a sort of ulterior motive, to
ward which all things and doings of the present point. That purpose
is to accomplish two ends. First, to make the Rio Grande Valley the
biggest, broadest and most extensive irrigated district in the whole
world; second, to make of it the sugar bowl of the continent. Let
us analyze the conditions under which these ends are expected to be
realized.
In the first place, there are, in round numbers, in the Rio Grande
Valley and within the sphere of influence of the company—which
is another way of saying that it can cover them with its canals—a
million acres of land which are susceptible of practical and economic
irrigation from the Rio Grande.
In the second place, according to figures compiled by the Mex
ican government, based upon measurements made at all seasons for
a number of years, there is sufficient water in the Rio Grande, even
at its lowest stages, to irrigate more than a million acres. And during
the spring and summer months, the irrigation season, the river is
always highest.
In the third place, Rio Grande Valley soil, under irrigation, pro
duces more and better sugar cane per acre than land in any other sec
tion of the United States. From thirty-five to forty tons and upwards
of the raw product, and five thousand pounds and upwards of finished
sugar per acre, is the average yield. Replanting, which must be done
every second or third year elsewhere in the United States, is only
necessary once in eight or nine years. These are the returns realized
in sugar production in the Rio Grande Valley under irrigation.
With such facts as these before us, it is easy to understand the
ulterior motive of the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation
Company.
While it is not the intention of the company to engage exten
sively in the planting or farming business on "its own hook," as the
sa\ing is, but rather to depend upon homeseekers who become settlers
to do the actual development work, it does propose to get things start
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ed, to set the pace and point out the way, as it were, for others to fol
low. This winter the company will import seed cane from Louisiana,
the famous D. 74, which contains more saccharine than any other va
riety, and plant 200 acres. Next year the product of this acreage
will be turned to seed and a thousand acres planted. By that time,
scores of small farmers on the canals will have become interested,
and there will probably be three or four thousand acres in cane.
Then the company will erect a great sugar mill and refinery, modern
and up-to-date in every particular, at a cost of not less than half
a million dollars. This mill will be located at Mercedes and operated by
electricity furnished by the central power station. It is planned to
have the mill completed and running by the fall of 1908.
A net work of tram lines will be thrown over the entire district,
electric motors will move strings of cars loaded with cane from the
fields to the mill, Small farmers and big planters everywhere within
the radius of the mill's jurisdiction will be invited to sell their cane
to the mill at the prevailing market price, which varies from three
to four dollars a ton. Just now the price is $3.50. Now just stop
and figure a minute. Rio Grande Valley soil will produce upwards
of thirty-five tons per acre. Take this as the minimum figure. Thirty
five multiplied by three and a half gives $122.50. That's the mini
mum gross production in dollars and cents, of one acre. The cost of
production of an acre of cane will not exceed $25, except during the
replanting year, when it is about double that figure. This includes
the irrigation cost, which will doubtless be about $6.00 or $8.00 per
acre per annum. Under such conditions, what is to prevent the Rio
Grande Valley from becoming the sugar bowl of the continent?
Of course sugar cane will not be the only crop. Alfalfa, cotton,
corn, fruit and truck crops, all of which will produce as large and
sometimes larger returns than can be realized anywhere else in the
country, will likewise be grown. When the homeseeker buys land,
he can put it to any use he may desire. But sugar cane will be the
great staple.
+

•

+

All of these things are included in those plans of the company
that are going to be effected at the earliest possible moment. Mains,
branches and laterals will be extended from the main trunk just as
fast as lands are sold and purchasers want water. This plan will be
pursued until all of the holdings of the company—practically 125,000
acres—have been disposed of. Then the business policy, the plan of
action, will be revised. When its own lands have been sold, the com
pany will go out of the land business and give its entire attention to
furnishing water for all Rio Grande Valley lands as far west as Sam
Fordyce, as far east as Brownsville and as far north as Raymondsille.
In a straight line, it is seventy-five miles from Sam Fordyce to
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Brownsville. Under the same conditions, it is practically sixty miles
from the same point to Raymondville. Raymondville is forty-six
miles, according to railroad mileage, north of Brownsville. Within
the limits of the triangle thus roughly described, there are about
1,300 square miles, or more than 800,000 acres of land, practically
every foot of which can be irrigated from the Rio Grande. Lying
east of this triangle, between the railroad and the coast, there are
probably a quarter of a million acres more which are susceptible of
the same treatment.
Just here a peculiar feature of the Valley's topography should
be noted. Ordinarily, valley lands drain towards a river. In the
Rio Grande Valley the reverse is true. Instead of sloping toward the
river, the lay of the land is in the other direction—to the east and
northeast, toward the coast. In substantiation of this fact, it is at
once peculiar and noteworthy that the Rio Grande, for a distance of
more than a hundred miles from its mouth, does not possess a single
tributary on the Texas side. This phenomenon makes the problem
of taking water from the river one of easy solution. A single lift,
varying from eight to twenty feet, is the only application of energy
necessary to place water at any and all points in the valley. Gravity
does the rest.
The ultimate intention of the company is that its canals shall
serve this entire region. When its own holdings have been sold and
watered its canals will reach out to surrounding lands. Other pump
ing stations will be installed at necessary points along the river and
operated from the central power plant at Mercedes. The surplus water
from the canals west of Mercedes will be diverted eastward to the main
trunk now completed.
A branch canal will be run eastward in the direction of Browns
ville via the route of the Military Road. This branch will be ninety
feet wide and ten feet deep, and have a carrying capacity sufficient to
irrigate 150,000 acres.
At Mercedes, the main trunk will split into two branches, one of
which will follow the railroad to Harlingen; the other will run across
country to make fruitful that fertile section lying between Sebastian
and Raymondville.
When these plans have been carried out, the company will have
between two and three hundred miles of trunks, mains, branches and
laterals.
+

+

+

In the eyes of the average reader, this tremendous undertaking
no doubt appears as something almost impossible of achievement.
Indeed, when it is finally completed, it will comprise the biggest ir
rigation system in the world. In fact, when the water supply for
which provision is now made is consumed, the fifty thousand acres
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under cultivation will represent the most extensive pumping irriga
tion project in the United States. The next largest proposition of
this type is a Federal reclamation project in the vicinity of Yuma,
Ariz., where 30,000 acres are being placed under canal with the Col
orado River as the source of water supply. There are, of course,
something like seventeen different irrigation schemes, with acreages
affected varying from 50,000 to 100,000, which the Federal govern
ment is fostering under the reclamation act, in various parts of the
semi-arid West, but in all of these the simple law of gravity is the
only engine of power. Consequently, they are not to be considered
for purposes of comparison in connection with this project. In far-off
India, there are a number of irrigation companies that water in some
cases as much as half a million acres, mostly gravity propositions,
but even these will eventually be eclipsed by the Rio Grande Valley
system.
+

+

+

As vast and amazing as this extraordinary enterprise is, and as
fascinating as is the contemplation of its tremendous possibilities,
the wonderful progress that marks the endeavors of a short period
of six months inspires the conviction that the company is amply
equipped to 4'make good" in its ultimate purpose. A single incident
is sufficient to illustrate this fact.
After an exhaustive investigation a certain site was selected as
the most desirable location for the main pumping station. Just be
low this site the river made a deep bend and circled back to a point
several hundred yards up stream, where only a narrow neck of land
prevented it from making a confluence with itself. Then it turned
eastward again in the shape of an inverted letter S until it took its
regular course a half a mile east of the pumping site.
When the annual floods came, during the early summer, the rag
ing waters slowly but surely began to cut their way across the narrow
neck above the pumping site. In a few days it became evident that
if left to itself, the river would change its course, and the proposed
pumping site would be left high and dry, five hundred yards from the
nearest point on the stream. Without a moment's waiting, a hundred
teams and twice as many men began to dig a channel at the bend of
the river below the site to where the river again returned to its nat
ural course after its circuitous tour to the west. Soon a little stream
of water began to trickle through the ditch. Inch by inch, then foot
by foot, it cut its way until it became a raging torrent. Now the
river has forsaken its meandering, straightened itself out, and the
pumping site is saved. The only evidence of the change now dis
cernible is five hundred acres of United States territory lying on the
Mexican side of the river. Inasmuch as it belongs to the American
Rio Grande Land and Irrigation Company, however, it is hardly to
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be presumed that it will ever provide cause for any legal proceedings
or international complications, although the International Boundary
Line Commission has already been on the ground several times to
view and inspect the results of the unusual feat.
At all events, the American Rio Grande Land and Irrigation
Company, it is evident, means to carry out its plans to a logical con
clusion, nor does it propose that mere physical obstacles shall balk its
purpose. It has set out to attain a definite end—to build the largest
irrigation system in the world and to make the Rio Grande Valley
"the sugar bowl of the continent." Within a decade that end, in both
of its particulars, will be realized, and its realization will come through
the medium of society and water. The Rio Grande Valley with water,
added to its fertile soil, will surely bring society—people who want to
better their condition. They will do the rest.
+

+

+

CROSSING THE OCEAN.

"Don't give up the ship, Finnegan."
"No, thank God, I haven't eaten that."
+

+

+

WHO WOULDN'T?

The beautiful girl was lost in thought.
"And you say that you would value one kiss from me more than
anything on earth?" she remarked. "What would you be willing
to go through for one kiss?"
The young man smiled. "I guess a tunnel would be the best
thing," he said with a far-away look.

